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One of the reasons that many of us come to this church is to bring our questions here.  This is a place where we take questions seriously.  What does God do about all the suffering in the world?  What is the purpose of life?  Why am I here?  Among all these spiritual questions there is one that remains central in my journey:  What do I do with the love of God? 
  
God’s love is ever-present.  I can take that love for granted.  I can avoid it or resist it.  I can accept it, receive it, take it in.  I can bask in it. I can be overwhelmed by it.  I can be grateful for it.  I can sing about it.  One old hymn I learned in my growing up years has stayed with me:  “The love of God is greater far than tongue or pen can ever tell.  It goes beyond the highest star and reaches to the lowest hell.  O love of God, how rich and pure, how measureless and strong.  It shall forevermore endure—the saints’ and angels’ song.” 
  
In all the ups and downs of our lives, I’ve concluded that God has more grace and love to give us than we are ready or able to receive. 
  
When a friend of mine took a sabbatical leave some years ago, he went to a monastery for a month.  When he returned, I asked him what he had learned through the sabbatical.  I expected some theological insight or some new focus for his ministry.  But he said, “I learned how much God loves me.”  And I wanted to say to him, “But you already knew that!”  
  
Knowing with your head and knowing with your heart are two very different things.  As someone said, “the journey from your head to your heart is a journey of a thousand miles.”  It takes the right time and the right place for that love to break through, to embrace us, to reach into the deep places of our heart. 
  
Our Scripture today puts the matter squarely before us.  The major question asked to Jesus was “Which commandment is the greatest?”  He was quick to say, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  And a second one is like it:  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 
  
Love is the heart of the matter.  If you’ve come to church today searching for God or for some word from God, the word God may have sent you is this:  At whatever your age, you have only begun to understand how much God loves you.  God says, “I am madly in love with you.  I love you fiercely.  I love you unconditionally.  I love you more than you can possibly realize.” 
  
Frederich Buechner says that “somebody loving you is grace.  Loving somebody is grace.  Have you ever tried to love somebody?”  (from Wishful Thinking, p. 34) 
  
We can define grace as unmerited favor.  It’s the gift of being valued—loved---for who you are.  When you are loved and you’ve done nothing to earn it, that’s grace.  Grace is one of those theological words that continues to shine and lift us.  I guess that’s why one of our favorite hymns is “Amazing Grace.” 
  
There are times when grace finally breaks through to us.  We may have gone through a troubled time in our life.  We may have faced demons and distress. 
We may have fallen into an approach-avoidance relationship with God.  We move toward God, and then we push God away.  We want God near, and then we want God off in the distance.  God can become like a parent against whom we need to rebel, to distance ourselves.  But eventually we mellow and mature enough to see that God needs to be at the center of our life.  And we have to find ways to let God come closer.  Then God’s presence becomes a great grace in our lives. 
  
As we move on the spiritual journey, we look for ways to live into the grace, to deepen our experience of God’s grace.  We do that as we spend time with God---which is why we come to worship.  We find ways to sit in silence each day at home, or to pray as we walk---to allow God to come closer. 
  
Annie Dillard’s image for her time with God is an empty cup.  She says that God’s grace is a waterfall, and we are standing under it, holding out our cups trying to catch some of the grace.  Sometimes the grace may be spilling over us like a torrent, and we need more than a cup.  We may need a bucket. 
  
A few years ago as I was spending daily time in solitude, I found myself feeling refreshed, renewed, filled up.  I heard myself say, “God, I think my bucket is full.”  And honestly I heard a Voice say to me, “Maybe you need a bigger bucket.”  Perhaps that’s what the Psalmist meant in Psalm 23:  “My cup overflows.  My bucket is full to overflowing.”  
  
When we are able to live fully in the present moment, we may discover how lavish is God’s grace and how fiercely God loves us.  Is your bucket big enough?  
  
I love the warm, robust feeling that happens when we are aware that our bucket—our life---is filled with God’s grace.  When that awareness happens, the only proper response is gratitude.  When we are in touch with God’s grace, we find a welling up of gratitude.  “Thank you, thank you!” 
Then the next step in the process is giving.  I want to give.  Out of gratitude I want to be generous because God has been generous to me.  I want to return love to God and God’s work because God has loved me so much. 
  
When Paul was trying to raise funds from the little churches he helped to start, he encouraged the Corinthians to contribute, and he told them that giving is itself grace.  He said to them, “You have received God’s generous grace, and now you have the opportunity to offer grace to others in need.”  For Paul, generosity is itself a gift of God’s grace.  (See 2 Cor. 8-9) 
  
There is a direct connection between grace, gratitude, and generosity.  In essence, Paul teaches that God has generously given us the gift of being generous.  (from David Rensberger) 
  
What does all this have to do with us at Watts Street on October 23, 2005?   I have a dream.  My dream is that the grace of God has become so compelling among us that out of gratitude, we will come next Sunday and completely pledge the 2006 church budget.  We will do it not from compulsion or duty; we will do it as an act of love for God and love for God’s work through this church. 
  
On October 2 at the fall church meeting, we voted unanimously to adopt the new budget, which is $75,000 higher than last year.  This is a 9.5 percent increase, including a sizeable increase in our mission giving.  This budget is a challenge which we can easily reach---if we see the connections between grace, gratitude and giving.  Giving itself is a grace.  Giving helps fill our cup—and our bucket.  As your pastor, I want you to know that I intend to increase my 2006 pledge by 10 percent in gratitude for the life-giving ministries of this church.  
  
Watts Street is a mission-oriented congregation.  You are known throughout Durham as a generous, compassionate people.  Generosity comes from our awareness that all we have is gift.  We may earn our salary with our talents, abilities, and skills---and these are all gifts from God.  Grace.  From grace comes gratitude. 
  
From gratitude comes generous giving.  We are blessed at Watts Street Baptist Church; we are a vital community, followers of Jesus.  Jesus has taught us what to do with the lavish love of God.  He taught us, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength.”  He taught us to love God with all we are and all we have.
  
In other words, God has generously given us the gift of being generous. 
So may it be.  Today—and on Pledge Sunday too!
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